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(57) ABSTRACT

Systems and apparatus for an integrated test tool for that
utilizes reconfigurable hardware to assess power delivery
quality. In one aspect, a method includes receiving, at a con-
trol logic block in a field programmable gate array (FPGA), a
load current amplitude value and a load current frequency
value; determining, by the control logic block, an activation
modulation signal that causes each of a plurality of load cells
to which it is applied to be in an active state for a first period
of'time and in an inactive state during a second period of time,
and a first of number of load cells that when activated accord-
ing to the activation modulation signal cause the FPGA to
draw a load current at the load current amplitude.

14 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
TESTING SYSTEM FOR POWER DELIVERY
NETWORK

BACKGROUND

Reconfigurable computing platforms are prevalent in
industry, and among the most popular are Field Program-
mable Gate Arrays (FPGAs). FPGAs often require voltage
regulators and power delivery networks that can provide low
voltage at a high current. Furthermore, the power delivery
network should be able to provide a reliable source of power
over a range of load current frequencies and amplitudes.

The performance of FPGAs is, of course, dependent in part
on the performance of the respective voltage regulator and
power distribution network supplying the respective FPGA.
There are, however, challenges in designing a power system
for FPGAs and other such devices. For example, it is very
difficult to reliably predict the maximum power consumption
of'an FPGA, as the vendors’ estimates may often be inaccu-
rate. Additionally, because FPGA register transfer level
(RTL) payloads are changeable, it is unlikely that a full pay-
load will be ready early in a project for power load testing.

SUMMARY

This specification relates to a testing system for a power
delivery network and voltage regulators. In general, one inno-
vative aspect of the subject matter described in this specifi-
cation can be embodied in a method including the actions of
receiving, at a control logic block in a field programmable
gate array (FPGA), a load current amplitude value and a load
current frequency value, determining, by the control logic
block: an activation modulation signal defining a duty cycle
that causes each of a plurality of load cells to which it is
applied to be in an active state for a first period of time and in
an inactive state during a second period of time, wherein each
load cell is in the FPGA and is configured to perform a set of
operations at first clock frequency value of a first clock, and a
first of number of load cells that when activated according to
the activation modulation signal cause the FPGA to draw a
load current at the load current amplitude, selecting, by the
control logic block, the first number of load cells in the FPGA,
and providing, by the control logic block, the activation
modulation signal to each selected load cells so that activation
of'each ofthe selected load cells is modulated according to the
duty cycle of the modulation signal, resulting in the FPGA
drawing a current at the load current amplitude value and at
the load current frequency.

In general, another innovative aspect of the subject matter
described in this specification can be embodied in a system
including a testing host system in data communication with a
field programmable gate array (FPGA), the testing host sys-
tem programmed to provide load current amplitude values
and load current frequency values to the FPGA, and to moni-
tor supply voltage and supply current in a power distribution
network that provides power to the FPGA and associate
monitored supply voltage values and supply current values
with the load current amplitude values and load current fre-
quency values provided to the FPGA, and an FPGA including
a control logic block and load cells, wherein the control logic
block is configured to: determine an activation modulation
signal defining a duty cycle that causes each of a plurality of
load cells to which itis applied to be in an active state for a first
period of time and in an inactive state during a second period
of time, wherein each load cell is in the FPGA, and perform a
set of operations at a first clock frequency value of a first
clock, determine a first of number of load cells that when in
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activated according to the activation modulation signal cause
the FPGA to draw a load current at the load current amplitude,
select the first number of load cells in the FPGA, and provide
the activation modulation signal to each selected load cells so
that activation of each of the selected load cells is modulated
according to the duty cycle of the modulation signal, resulting
in the FPGA drawing a current at the load current amplitude
value and at the load current frequency.

Particular embodiments of the subject matter described in
this specification can be implemented so as to realize one or
more of the following advantages. Accurate and efficient
assessment of power delivery quality, and voltage regulators,
can be obtained at various load current amplitudes and fre-
quencies. Particular embodiments of the subject matter also
allow for accurate measuring of environmental factors, such
as temperature. Particular embodiments of the subject matter
also allow for accurate determination of systems impedance
profile, which can be used to attribute poor performance to a
specific component of the respective system. Finally, the sys-
tems and methods enable full and complete testing of FPGA
voltage regulators and power delivery in a manner that allows
for the creation of a repeatable test profile, which facilitates
debugging system power issues. In turn, this leads to early
bug detection and allows for accurate margining and charac-
terization. Particular embodiments of the subject matter pro-
vide a single feature that may be used to test an entire power
system, without requiring a dedicated Design for Testability
(DFT) in the FPGA.

The details of one or more embodiments of the subject
matter described in this specification are set forth in the
accompanying drawings and the description below. Other
features, aspects and advantages of the subject matter will
become apparent from the description, the drawings and the
claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1is ablock diagram of an example system for testing
a power system.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a power distribution
network being analyzed under load.

FIG. 3 is a flow chart of an example process for testing
power delivery for an FPGA.

FIG. 4 is an illustration of an impedance profile obtained
using the system of FIG. 1.

Like reference numbers and designations in the various
drawings indicate like elements.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The systems and methods described below facilitate con-
figurable current consumption by an FPGA. By utilizing con-
figurable parameters, the system can provide robust testing of
a power system that delivers power to the FPGA.

In some implementations, there are two configurable
parameters that can be set—load current amplitude and load
current frequency. The load current amplitude can range from
a leakage current value up to the maximum current value
based on nearly complete utilization of FPGA resources. The
load current frequency can be adjusted by a modulation sig-
nal. The signal may range from DC, constant current, to high
modulation frequencies up to hundreds of MHz. The limit for
high frequency is the core clock frequency of the FPGA.

By adjusting the load current amplitude and load current
frequency values, the FPGA operation can be adjusted in a
manner that provides in-depth testing of the power system
that provides power to the FPGA.



US 9,425,794 B1

3

These features and additional features are described in
more detail below.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an example system 100 for
testing a power system. The system 100 comprises a control-
ling system (Host 110) in communication with an FPGA 140.
The FPGA is powered by a voltage regulator 200 and power
delivery network 202, such as depicted in FIG. 2.

The FPGA 140 includes a communication block 130, con-
trol logic block 120, and power load cells 122. Each load cell
122 is configured to perform a set of operations at a first clock
frequency value of a first clock. As will be described below,
the load cells 122 are configured in a manner that maximizes
the use of FPGA processing resources so that when all the
load cells are active, the FPGA will be drawing a maximum
load current. The actual operations performed by the load
cells 122 can vary, and are merely selected so as to utilize
FPGA resources.

Operation of the system 100 is described with reference to
FIG. 3, which is a flow diagram of an example process 300 for
testing power delivery for an FPGA.

To test the power system 200 and the FPGA 140 at a
particular current value and amplitude, an operator inputs the
current value and frequency value into the controlling system
110. The controlling system 110, in turn, provides data indi-
cating an amplitude value and a frequency value to the FPGA
communication block 130. The communications can be
facilitated by any appropriate protocol or process, such as
PCle, 12C, or even direct GPIO pin access. The communica-
tion block 130 receives and interprets the commands and, in
turn, provides the amplitude value and the frequency value to
the control logic block 130.

The control logic block 130, in some implementations,
includes a counter, a clock gate, and a decoder. The clock gate
is used to gate the core clock of the FPGA, which has a clock
frequency at which the load cells 122 operate. In operation,
the control logic block 130 receives the data specifying the
load current amplitude and the load current frequency values
(302). In response, the control logic block 130 determines an
activation modulation signal that causes each load cell to be in
an active state for a first period of time and in an inactive state
during a second period of time (304).

In some implementations, the activation modulation signal
defines a duty cycle. The duty cycle determines the load
current frequency. For example, with reference to FIG. 2, for
an input parameter of Fmod, a 50% duty cycle is generated.
The duty cycle shown is an example, and duty cycles of other
than 50% can also be used. In some implementations, the duty
cycle is controlled by the clock gate. In other implementa-
tions, the duty cycle may be defined by respective number of
on and off cycles of the core clock of the FPGA. For example,
as shown in FIG. 2, a 50% duty cycle with four “On” cycles
and four “Off” cycles is shown.

The number of on and off cycles is determinative of the
load current frequency. In the example of FIG. 2, the load
current frequency would be %4 the core clock frequency. More
generally, the activation modulation signal can be determined
by dividing the core clock frequency value by the load current
frequency value to obtain a modulation count value. In the
example of FIG. 2, the modulation count value is 8.

To determine the duty cycle, a first count value and a
second count value that sum to the modulation count value are
determined. The load cells 122 are activated for a number of
clock cycles equal to the first count, and deactivated for a
number of clock cycles equal to the second count. Thus, a
variety of duty cycles and corresponding frequency modula-
tions can be realized by adjusting the first and second count
values.
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Other appropriate ways of controlling the activation of load
cells 122 can also be used. In some implementations, for
example, the control logic block 130 may create a particular
current pattern that is not specific to a particular duty cycle.
For example, the control logic block 130 may activate the load
cells for 5 clock cycles, deactivate the load cells for 10 clock
cycles, activate the load cells for 15 clock cycles, and then
deactivate the load cells for 20 cycles. Any current pattern can
be produced by using the control logic block and the activa-
tion and deactivation of the load cells.

The control logic block 120 also determines a first of num-
ber of load cells 122 that when activated according to the
activation modulation signal cause the FPGA 140 to draw a
load current at the load current amplitude. For example, if the
tester desires to test the power system 200 at a maximum load
current, then all of the load cells 122 would be selected.
Conversely, if the amplitude of the load current is less than the
maximum amount, fewer than all the load cells will be
selected.

The current amplitude can be specified, for example, using
an RMS value, or a peak value. The measurement type can be
selected by the user.

The amount of current each load cell 122 draws is deter-
mined by the size of the load cell and can be measured
empirically. Generally, more load cells on the FPGA 140 will
result in a much finer current amplitude control than available
for fewer load cells. However, the more load cells that are
configured, the more resources that will be required for the
control logic block 120. This, in turn, means that maximum
load current amplitude available for a FPGA 140 with very
fine amplitude control will be less than the maximum load
current amplitude for an FPGA 140 with coarser amplitude
control. The tester will typically consider these parameters
when initiating a test.

In some implementations, the power load cells 120 are of
equal size, which simplifies the control logic. In other imple-
mentations the power load cells can be of different sizes. For
example, one load cell 122 may consume half the processing
resource of the FPGA 140, while the remaining may each
consume only 1% each. This results in very fine load current
amplitude control for a large current, but over a smaller range
of' amplitude control than would be available if all load cells
consume only 1% of the FPGA resources.

The operations performed by the load cells 122 depend on
the FPGA used. For example, for an FPGA that consists of
storage elements (e.g., flip-flops (FFs)) and look up elements
(e.g., LUTs), various strings of registers can be configured.
One type of string may contain directly connected flip-flops,
and a second type of string may contain interstitial logic of
flip-flops connected to inverters that are connected to flip-
flops. The length of the strings is selected in proportion to the
number of LUTs and FFs in the FPGA, and the number of
desired load cells 122. The absolute length of these strings is
dependent on the routing resources available in the FPGA.

The load cells 122 may also contain manufacturer-specific
design blocks, such as DSPs or block RAMs, which are
connected to flip-flop strings in order to generate data inputs.
The ratio of these design blocks to flops is selected to opti-
mally balance utilization and routing resources in the load
cells.

After the activation modulation signal and the first number
of load cells are determined, the control logic block 120
selects the first number of load cells and provides the activa-
tion modulation signal to each of the selected load cells (308).
This results in the activation of each of the selected load cells
according to the duty cycle of the modulation signal. The
collective operation ofthe load cells 122, where each load cell
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contributes to the current draw, results in the FPGA drawing
a current at the load current amplitude value and at the load
current frequency value.

Once the control logic block 120 gates the core clock and
activates the appropriate number of power load cells, voltage
and current measurements are obtained for the system 200.
The impedance may be determined based on the voltage and
current measurements. In some implementations the mea-
surements may also include environmental measurements
such as temperature.

Generally, to determine the impedance of a system, volt-
age measurements at the system are divided by current
measurements at the system. The impedance profile of a
system provides impedance values of the system at different
frequencies. To determine the impedance profile, the control
system 100 may iteratively change the frequency and ampli-
tude to determine measurements along a frequency spec-
trum. For example, an impedance distribution, such as the
impedance profile of FIG. 4, may be determined by itera-
tively determining impedances at different frequencies at a
maximum load. The impedance profile may be further used
to determine the performance of different components of the
system, as indicated by the frequency regions. Generally, a
deviation from the flat distribution indicates a possible
problem in the overall system. For example, the profile of
FIG. 4 indicates that there may be a performance issue at for
the given load current amplitude at higher frequency, which
may indicate a problem with either the package or the die.

The impedance profile defines the response of the FPGA
power delivery and voltage regulator system to dynamic
load current changes. In some implementations, a step
response of the system may be determined based on the rate
of change or the time derivative of the load current. The step
response provides the time evolution of the output of a
system in response to a step function input to the system.
The step response is generally used to characterize systems.
Other types of response may be obtained similarly, for
example, by adjusting the current patterns.

While this specification contains many specific imple-
mentation details, these should not be construed as limita-
tions on the scope of any inventions or of what may be
claimed, but rather as descriptions of features specific to
particular embodiments of particular inventions. Certain
features that are described in this specification in the context
of separate embodiments can also be implemented in com-
bination in a single embodiment. Conversely, various fea-
tures that are described in the context of a single embodi-
ment can also be implemented in multiple embodiments
separately or in any suitable subcombination. Moreover,
although features may be described above as acting in
certain combinations and even initially claimed as such, one
or more features from a claimed combination can in some
cases be excised from the combination, and the claimed
combination may be directed to a subcombination or varia-
tion of a subcombination.

Similarly, while operations are depicted in the drawings in
a particular order, this should not be understood as requiring
that such operations be performed in the particular order
shown or in sequential order, or that all illustrated operations
be performed to achieve desirable results. Moreover, the
separation of various system components in the embodi-
ments described above should not be understood as requir-
ing such separation in all embodiments, and it should be
understood that the described components and systems can
generally be integrated together in a single product.

Thus, particular embodiments of the subject matter have
been described. Other embodiments are within the scope of
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the following claims. In some cases, the actions recited in
the claims can be performed in a different order and still
achieve desirable results. In addition, the processes depicted
in the accompanying figures do not necessarily require the
particular order shown, or sequential order, to achieve
desirable results.

What is claimed is:

1. A method, comprising:

iteratively receiving, at a control logic block in a field

programmable gate array (FPGA), load current ampli-
tude values and a load current frequency values,
wherein for each iteration a particular load current
amplitude value and a particular load current frequency
value is received, and wherein at least two different
load current amplitude values are received;

for each iteration:

determining, by the control logic block based on the

load current amplitude value received and the load

current frequency value received for the iteration:

an activation modulation signal that causes each of a
plurality of load cells to which it is applied to be
in an active state for a first period of time and in
an inactive state during a second period of time,
wherein each load cell is in the FPGA and is
configured to perform a set of operations at first
clock frequency value of a first clock; and

a first of number of load cells that when activated
according to the activation modulation signal
cause the FPGA to draw a load current at an
amplitude that is specified by the load current
amplitude value;

selecting, by the control logic block, the first number
of load cells in the FPGA; and

providing, by the control logic block, the activation
modulation signal to each selected load cells so
that activation of each of the selected load cells is
modulated according to the activation modulation
signal, resulting in the FPGA drawing the load
current at the load current amplitude value and at
a frequency that is specified by the load current
frequency value.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the activation modu-
lation signal defines a duty cycle.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the load current
frequency value is less than the first clock frequency value.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein determining the
activation modulation signal comprises:

dividing the first clock frequency value by the load

current frequency value to obtain a modulation count
value;

determining a first count value and a second count value

that sum to the modulation count value; and

causing the selected load cells to be active for a number

of first clock cycles equal to the first count value; and
causing the selected load cells to be inactive for a number
of first clock cycles equal to the second count value.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the first count and the
second count are equal.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the load current
amplitude value is a peak amplitude value.

7. The method of claim 1, further comprising monitoring
supply voltage and supply current in a power distribution
network that provides power to the FPGA.

8. The method of claim 1, further comprising monitoring
the supply voltage and supply current in the power distri-
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bution network that provides power to the FPGA for a
plurality of load current frequency values at the load current
amplitude.

9. A system, comprising:

a testing host system in data communication with a field
programmable gate array (FPGA), the testing host
system programmed to provide load current amplitude
values and load current frequency values to the FPGA,
and to monitor supply voltage and supply current in a
power distribution network that provides power to the
FPGA and associate monitored supply voltage values
and supply current values with the load current ampli-
tude values and load current frequency values provided
to the FPGA; and

an FPGA including a control logic block and load cells,
wherein:
the control logic block is configured to:

iteratively receive load current amplitude values and
a load current frequency values, wherein for each
iteration a particular load current amplitude value
and a particular load current frequency value is
received, and wherein at least two different load
current amplitude values are received;
for each iteration, determine, based on the load current
amplitude value received and the load current fre-
quency value received for the iteration:
an activation modulation signal that causes each of a
plurality of load cells to which it is applied to be
in an active state for a first period of time and in
an inactive state during a second period of time,
wherein each load cell is in the FPGA and is
configured to perform a set of operations at a first
clock frequency value of a first clock;

8

a first of number of load cells that when in activated
according to the activation modulation signal
cause the FPGA to draw a load current at an
amplitude that is specified by the load current

5 amplitude value;
select the first number of load cells in the FPGA; and
provide the activation modulation signal to each
selected load cells so that activation of each of the
selected load cells is modulated according to the
activation modulation signal, resulting in the
FPGA drawing the load current at the load current
amplitude value and at a frequency that is speci-
fied by the load current frequency value.
10. The system of claim 9, wherein the activation modu-
15 lation signal defines a duty cycle.
11. The system of claim 10, wherein the load current
frequency value is less than the first clock frequency value.
12. The system of claim 11, wherein determining the
activation modulation signal comprises:
dividing the first clock frequency value by the load
current frequency value to obtain a modulation count
value;
determining a first count value and a second count value
that sum to the modulation count value; and
causing the selected load cells to be active for a number
of first clock cycles equal to the first count value; and
causing the selected load cells to be inactive for a number
of first clock cycles equal to the second count value.
13. The system of claim 12, wherein the first count and the
30 second count are equal.
14. The system of claim 10, wherein the load current
amplitude value is a peak amplitude value.
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